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190 Colonel Charles Read. 

COLONEL CHAELES EEAD. 

BY J. GRANVILLE LEACH. 

Among those distinguished in the colonial history of 
New Jersey was Colonel Charles Read, collector of the 
port of Burlington, mayor of that place, a justice of the 
Supreme Court, and sometime chief-justice of the Province, 
many years secretary to the Provincial Council, and a colo- 
nel in the service of New Jersey prior to the Revolution, 
and one of the founders of the American Philosophical 
Society. 

Some writers have erroneously supposed him to be the 
Charles Read who, in July, 1776, was commissioned colonel 
of a battalion of the Flying Camp, in New Jersey, and in 
December following took British protection (see " Keith's 
Provincial Councillors" and "Appleton's Cyclopaedia of 
American Biography"), which error the writer is now able 
to correct, having been privileged to read recently, through 
the kindness of Aaron Learning, Esq., of Cape May, the 
manuscript journal of his great-grandfather, the Hon. Aaron 
Learning, who was a contemporary of Colonel Read, and 
prominent in public life in New Jersey, long a member of 
the Assembly, and quite famed as a diarist. Under date 
November 14, 1775, his journal gives the following graphic 
character-picture, by which it is shown that Read died in 
1774: 

" When I was in Burlington Jacob Read informed me 
that his father the Honourable Charles Read Esq 1 , died the 
27 th of December 1774 at Martinburg on Tar River 20 miles 
back of Bath town in North Carolina where he had kept a 
small shop of goods for some time. 

" He was born in Philadelphia about 1713. He was the 
son of Charles Read a merchant and sometimes mayor of 
Philadelphia an active and ruling man by his wife Anne 
Bond. 

" Charles had his education under Alexander Annard 



Colonel Charles Read. 191 

who taught him the Latin, and he was near 20 when he left 
that school. 

"About 1736 his father sent him to London where he 
was patronized by Sir Charles Wager one of the Lords of 
the admirality and said to be a relation. 

" Sir Charles made him a midshipman on board the Pen- 
zance man of war of 20 guns, and his father made him 
remitances to support him in that rank. The Penzance 
sailed for the "West Indies : But Charles not having been 
bred to sea, but used to the Philadelphia luxuries and tasted 
the pleasures of London that life did not suit him. Beside 
there was a war approaching and Charles had not been used 
to that Boisterous romantic honour that characterizes the 
seaman. 

" About 1737 or 1738 Charles sold out and married the 
daughter of a rich planter on Antiagua. She was very 
much of a Creole, not hansom, nor gentele but talked after 
the Creole accent. Charles at that time passed for a rising 
genteel young fellow the son of a very rich merchant and 
eminent grandee in Philadelphia. But its probable that 
Charles' father might have trusted him with the secret of 
his affairs for his father died about the time of this marriage. 
Its said his estate was £7000 worse than ever with the world 
& Charles had very soon the intelligence. Its supposed he 
knew it before he married. Charles however kept all that 
a secret and soon came over with his bride to take posses- 
sion of his supposed estate. When he came away his father- 
in-law ordered the negroes to rool him out 37 Hogsheads of 
rum and had many more consigned to him: So that he 
made his appearance in Philadelphia in quality of a rich 
marchant. He made the best use of all this. But deter- 
mined to enter upon the state for which nature seemed to 
have designed him. 

" About 1739 he bought the Clerk's office of Burlington 
of Peter Bard & moved to that town. Soon after the Col- 
lector's office of the Port of Burlington being vacant Sir 
Charles Wager gave him that with a sallary of £60 per 
annum. 
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" About 1740 he got the office of Clerk of the Circuits. 
This was given him by Robert Morris then Chief Justice. 

" He now made his appearance in the world in his own 
proper character. He had more vices than virtues, he had 
many of both and those of the high rank. He was in- 
triegueing to the highest degree. No man knew so well as 
he how to riggle himself into office nor keep it so long nor 
make so much of it. 

" From 1747 to about 1771 he had the almost absolute 
rule of Governor, Council and Assembly in New Jersey 
except during the short ministration of Mr Boone who was 
Governor without a prime minister. I have known the 
Governor & Council to do things against their inclinations 
to please him and the Assembly have often done so. He 
seemed to be their leader. During that time he took the 
whole disposal of all offices. He little consulted the merits 
of the person he preferred ; the sole object was whether it 
suited his party principles. His intrigues with women, tho' 
they employed a large share of his thought were not worth 
naming, they were rather the foibles than the vices in so 
large a character yet because I know he would never have 
pardoned the man that should attempt his story without 
making honourable mention of them I draw them into his 
shade. He was so vain of them that if he had penned this 
character they would have filled many pages. 

" On the death of Mr Arch* Home he procured the 
Deputy Secretary office in about 1743. He then commenced 
attorney at Law and had the best run of practice of any 
attorney in my time. He was sometimes 3 d and sometime 
2 d chief justice of the Supreme Court. His greatest virtues 
were found among his vices. His offices furnished him 
with a constant flow of cash. This power and flow of cash 
enlarged his mind above himself. Instead of founding a 
fortune to his two sons as he ought to have done in those 
prosperous times, he ran upon schemes for the improvement 
of the country, witness his Fishery at Lamberton, his Iron 
"Works and many other schemes which tho' virtuous in a 
very high degree in a man of great fortune, it ought to be 
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treated with distrust with men of little estates. He was 
industrious in the most unremitting degree. ~Ho man planned 
a scheme so well as he nor executed them better. He loved 
the country better than his family. And knew no friend 
but the man that could serve him. 

" He never embraced any of the sectaries ; but always 
joined the Quakers in party except that it interfered with 
his politics and then he made them bow. They contributed 
largely towards his [rise] and he supported them, but it was 
with a high and prominent hand, taking to himself the 
mastery. 

" His airs and action was much after the french manner, 
ever on the wing & fluttering never long fixed frequently 
courting, frequently whispering as if to make the person 
believe they were in his confidence a little too severe in 
enmity and not grateful for good offices high strung and 
selfish unwilling to forgive an injury not very faithful to his 
client's cause, a better judge than Lawyer. Upright as a 
Judge. A fine memory, understood the law well, spoke 
very well offhand but short and to the purpose, not capable 
of arranging and delivering a long train of Ideas, nor of 
replying and mending his first essay, either in speech or 
writing. Timorous almost to cowardice, whimsical to the 
borders of insanity, which he inherited maternally, and was 
sometimes perceived to be of unsettled mind especially for 
some j'ears before his death. 

" He was several years a member of the house for Bur- 
lington & Speaker and afterwards one of the Council which 
last however did not add much to his influence in council 
for he was Secretary here before and did most of the State 
business and of course did it in his own way, partly because 
the Governor and council were ignorant and partly from 
his" ... 

This interesting biography here abruptly closes, the re- 
maining leaves of the valuable document having been worn 
away by the hand of time, and unfortunately so, since they 
no doubt would have revealed the cause which led a man of 
such high attainments and commanding influence to leave 
Vol. xvn. — 13 
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his favorable environment in Burlington to keep a " small 
shop of goods" in what was then but little more than a 
wilderness in North Carolina. 

The Colonel Read of the Flying Camp who accepted the 
protection of the British was Charles Read, a son of the 
above, and in 1776 was chosen colonel of the second regi- 
ment raised in the county for the defence of the Province. 
He died November 20, 1783. 

The elder colonel was the eldest son of Hon. Charles 
Read, who served in the offices of councilman, alderman, 
mayor of Philadelphia, justice of the peace, and sheriff of 
the county, trustee of the Loan Office, judge of the Admi- 
ralty, and provincial councillor of Pennsylvania, and the 
grandson of Charles Read, a member of the Colonial As- 
sembly, and one of the first aldermen of the city under 
Penn's charter of 1701. 

James Read, brother of the elder colonel, was a distin- 
guished lawyer ; the first prothonotary, register of wills, 
and clerk of the courts of Berks County; served in the 
General Assembly and Supreme Executive Council of Penn- 
sylvania, and from 1771 to 1783 was register of the Ad- 
miralty. 

Miss Read, who became the wife of Benjamin Franklin, 
was a relative of Hon. Charles Read, mayor of Philadelphia. 



